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So among poets: Burns the song-writer was heir to a boundless patri-
mony of old ditties, whose fragmentary charm he could work into his
own fabric, controlled by the tunes humming in his head which he
'soothed* while he composed* So again Tom Moore, who can be sung
because he wrote to traditional tunes or composed others like them.1
No such inspiring element came Steer's way. His painting comrades
were honestly but sluggishly minded and .the early New English atmo-
sphere was suspicious of literature, Old or New. For the greatest things in
painting, as in the other arts, direction, collaboration, interchange are
called for, a constructive and discursive mind matched with the painter's
eye for the likeness of men and look of things. Both elements may be
present in the same person, as in Blake, prophet, poet and painter, but on
the empty road of the stricdy single imagination lurks danger of wild
solitariness or its *acme, madness: what the Greeks called idiosyncrasy,
and we more blundy term idiocy. Blake himself had his forebears, Gothic
and Italian designers, and literary sources, Indian and Swedish as well as
English. The course of human thought cut away the mythical springs of
the greatest painting, first the Christian, then the Pagan, and across the
everyday life of the Low Countries painting reached its finally emptied-
out scenes in Landscape, peopled at first by departing myth and history,
then by everyday traffic, then chosen for associations, then as empty of all
these as Crome's superb Slate Quarries*-, finally without 'cause* other than
anonymous 'effect*.
Beyond that point in painting lies Nothing, however plausibly dis-
guised. *The Times', on the sixteenth of February, 1934, regretfully but
honesdy admitted so much, speaking of *the lapses into representation
which no painting can really avoid'. The kpse surely is into the widow-
hood or divorce from the 'marriage* of the painter with nature, of which
Steer spoke, into practices which are no better than artistic masturbation*
Of these we have seen enough and to spare.
Towards that blind alley, with ears shut, and skirts drawn tight against
contamination, 'Independent Art* hastens or titubates. There is, however,
as well as solitude, the other danger of bad company. An artist of original
gift may be likened to a man who carries a vessel of precious spring water
or stronger drink for the thirsty: it may be across the hazards of a batde-
field, like the 'Three Mighties5 who fetched a draught from the well by
the gate at Bethlehem for King David, or those others who fought through
to Philip Sidney at Zutphen, or more often merely from joggings of the
elbow and trippings of the feet by careless passersby. Worse, however,
1 'The Masters*, indeed as I have put it elsewhere, * are Master-thieves/
5 Or Steer's, ia Sir William Jowitt's collection, which Tonks thought his finest landscape.